To quantify the effectiveness of school-based violence prevention programmes for children identified as at risk for aggressive behaviour.
How were decisions on the relevance of primary studies made?
The titles, abstracts and keywords were screened, and ineligible studies were excluded on the basis of topic, design, population, setting or intervention (if specified in sufficient detail to exclude the possibility of violence prevention). The full texts of the remaining references were reviewed and additional ineligible studies were excluded using the same criteria. Authors were contacted for clarification where necessary. The authors do not state how many of the reviewers performed the selection.
Assessment of study quality
The authors extracted data on randomisation, allocation concealment, blinding of outcomes assessment, and attrition, with the intention of investigating their effects on the pooled analysis (see How Were Differences Between Studies Investigated?). The authors do not state how the papers were assessed for validity, or how many of the reviewers performed the validity assessment.
Data extraction
Two authors independently extracted data on the participants, interventions, duration of follow-up, outcomes evaluated, randomisation method, allocation concealment, blinding of outcomes assessment and attrition. A third author independently extracted data on the participants, interventions and outcomes. Any differences found in the data extraction were resolved by discussion. All authors of included trials were contacted to clarify study details, obtain missing data, or to identify unpublished outcomes.
Methods of synthesis
How were the studies combined? Weighted intervention effects were calculated across the trials. The results were expressed as standardised mean differences, along with 95% confidence intervals (CIs). The Begg test and the Eggar test (with a funnel plot) were used to investigate the effect of study size on the results. A random-effects model was used to combine the data if there was evidence of statistical heterogeneity. The results for the intervention and control groups were compared immediately after the intervention and at 12 months' follow-up, where these data were available. The interventions were grouped according to the predominant intervention focus: skills of nonresponse; and relationship skills, and other social-context interventions.
How were differences between studies investigated?
Trial heterogeneity was investigated using the chi-squared test (significance level 0.05). The review protocol prespecified subgroup analyses for primary versus secondary school age groups, and for boys-only versus mixed-sex or girls-only groups. A meta-regression based on aspects of methodological quality could not be carried out because the trial reports contained inadequate information.
Results of the review
Forty-four RCTs were included, of which 30 provided outcome data that could be pooled (n=2,380).
None of the identified trials reported data on violent injuries.
When combining the 28 trials that assessed aggressive behaviours (n=2,096), aggressive behaviour was reduced in the intervention group in comparison with the control group; the effect size (ES) was -0.36 (95% CI: -0.54, -0.19). Different training programmes produced similar results.
For the 9 trials that reported data on school or agency responses to aggression (n=1,366), the ES was -0.59 (95% CI: -1.18, 0.01).
Training in skills of nonresponse produced no significant difference between the groups (ES -0.32, 95% CI: -0.90, 0.26). Training to improve relationship or social context skills was effective in 2 trials (ES -0.69, 95% CI: -1.26, -0.13).
Subgroup analyses suggested greater effectiveness in older students (ES -0.82, 95% CI: -1.56, -0.09) with reference to school or agency actions, but not with reference to immediate effects, or when administered to mixed-sex groups or girls alone rather than to boys alone (ES -0.44, 95% CI: -0.66, -0.23).
A sensitivity analysis that excluded data from 5 trials, for which data were imputed, showed a weaker effect (ES -0.24, 95% CI: -0.40, -0.08).
The heterogeneity tests indicated there was variation in the results within trials (p<0.001 in both groups). The funnel plot was asymmetrical, suggesting publication bias in favour of positive trial results.
